How to gauge a crowd: 
just pick a number . . . 



By DEBORAH fit CLUBB 

^Counting people at big, free, 
outdoor events is like 'guessing 
beans in a gallon jar, only worse. 

At least when, the bean-guessing 
I contest is over, you can pour them 
j out and count each one. 

Organizers of festivals and out¬ 
door concerts in undefined pub¬ 
lic spaces don’t have a whack at 
that kind of precision. And little 
has been done locally to improve 
on a terribly imprecise method. 

Sponsors of free events such as 
yesterday’s Star Spangled Cele¬ 
bration rely on Memphis Police 
Department estimates to. tally 
their viewing audience. But pro¬ 
moters are free to trim or fatten 
those estimates to keep from scar¬ 
ing crowd-weary citizens or to at¬ 
tract funding. 

And the pressure to look really 
big has grown in recent years 
with the number of public events 
competing for an audience and fi¬ 
nancial support. 

The effort hit a new amazement 
level when reports said 300,000 
people jammed onto the river¬ 
front last July 4 and when 300,000 
were reported to be on the scene 
at Memphis in May’s Sunset Sym¬ 
phony in and around Tom Lee 
Park.'Memphis in May followed 
with an announcement the 
913,246 attendance for the month¬ 
long series of activities and dis¬ 
plays was up 20.6 percent over last 
May, a precise percentage based 
l on what festival organizers and 
police officers agree are largely 
guesses. 

Memp his in Mav _ex&cutive di¬ 
rector Jim Austin said, “We like to 
think we don’t pad at all. The way 
we get around any accusation at 
all is to defer to someone else. 
’ This year that was the Police De¬ 
partment. We add to those some 
(at museums and galleries) that 
are exact counts and that gives 


the impression of precision-” 

Police Deputy Chief Jackie 
Moore, who handles special 
events for the department, said he 
asks his officers on the scene to 
give him their impressions. “You 
always end up with an estimate 
unless you count the people — 
and who in the world would want 
to count that many people?” 

1 Cotton Carnival officials say 
they have had it with the "guessti¬ 
mates” and are seeking profes¬ 
sional help. They have asked poll¬ 
ster Berje Yacoubian to find a 

■ better way. "We’re doing it be- 
i cause it’s gotten out of hand,” said 
i Robert Shelley, carnival general 
! manager and vice president. 

1 “Everybody is just pulling figures 

out of the sky or asking the man 
on the street. I’ve seen figures for 
300,000 in Tom Lee Park. That’s 
eight acres. It won’t hold that 
many people.” 

Yacoubian said, “You could 
pack that park and you still 
couldn’t get 150,000 people in 

■ there." Yacoubian said he could 
'■ get a more scientific number 

quickly by doing an actual count 
through aerial photography- “I 
think I’ll be able to take the wild 
guessing out of it." 

Attendance is a primary mea¬ 
sure cf the health of an event, 
showing planners where they are 
compared to where they hoped to 
be, fitting into budget planning 
for security, pay phones, food, toi- 
i lets and garbage removal. But it is 
also the least accurate measure 
when no ticket stubs can be 
counted. 

Editors of Special. EyentS-Jifi-.. 
ports, a respected newsletter of 
thdWents industry, have noted a j 
prevalence of “outright trickery” 
in compilation of attendance, at¬ 
tributing it to human nature and 
pressure to attract corporate 


sponsors’ financial support. 

Of four ways to count crowds, 
turnstiles are the most accurate 
and clickers are next, the newslet¬ 
ter said. Calculations based on the 
average number of persons — 
keeping the density of the crowd 
in mind — in a nine-square-foot 
area ranks third. Obstructions 
such as fountains and trees are 
subtracted from the land area. 
Then a dense crowd, when no 
pavement or grass is visible, is 
considered to hold four people 
per nine square feet 

A normal crowd, where people 
can turn their shoulders and 
move about is three people per 
square and the next measure, 
where people can sit and move 
freely, is one person per nine 
square feet. 

Scanning, the fourth and cheap¬ 
est way, requires “only an exper¬ 
ienced eye” and knowing the dif¬ 
ference between 50,000 and 
500,000. 

Memphis festival promoters 
rely on the cheapest way. 

It’s not done much better else¬ 
where. 

' Staff at the 70-event Kentucky 
Derby Festival in Louisville use 
police estimates and add ticket 
stubs from the 25 or 30 activities 
that use tickets. Jim Long, a Derby 
event coordinator, said they also 
estimate some events based on the 
number of cars that can be parked 
nearby. 

The Indiana State Police use he¬ 
licopters to count crowds for big 
events. “You’ve got to see it from 
above,” said Lt. Ken Hollings¬ 
worth. They also count cars and 
figure an average of three people 
in each one. Even then, Hollings- 
1 worth said, “the Chamber of Com¬ 
merce is going to accentuate the 
crowd” in many situations 
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